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25 years ago in terms of tester competence 

Have the recommendations as written in the Clapham 
Investigation Report been met

Where we are now in terms of competence 
requirements for testers

Has the competence of testers has actually improved 
since the Clapham Junction Railway Accident

The challenges of the future



The Status of Tester Competence
at the Time of Clapham?

No national formal training or 
competence assessment 
processes
Functional (principles) testers 
were generally familiar with the 
interlocking types they were 
testing
No national testing standards
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Have the Recommendations as Written
by Sir Anthony Hidden Been Met?
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BR shall introduce a National testing 
instruction

BR shall urgently progress and monitor 
training …. of testers

BR shall ensure that the structure and 
content of courses are regularly reviewed

Refresher courses shall be developed

BR shall urgently progress and monitor 
certification …. of testers



How is Tester Competence 
Demonstrated Today?
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SWTH Certificate of Competency

IRSE Licence

Tester in Charge’s Authority to Work



Has the intent of the recommendations, 
the improvement of the competence of 
testers, actually been achieved?
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Yes!
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Testing has 
become more 
procedure based, 
hence able to be 
trained and 
practiced more 
consistently

In terms of 
monitoring and 
certification we 
clearly have come a 
long way towards 
being transparent on 
the skills we have

25 years ago there was no formal 
training, you learnt in the 
workplace.  This learning was 
dependant on the tester you were 
working with and how willing they 
were to pass on their knowledge.  
There was no defined 
competence and you could be 
testing equipment or systems you 
had little or no knowledge about. 
You were expected to do this 
because you were a ‘tester’

The controlled issue 
of documentation 
e.g. testing 
standards, and 
access to technical 
information available 
to testers

The 
requirement 
for 
independence 
in testing

Prior to Clapham 
there wasn’t any 
official training that 
I was aware of. 
The only training I 
got was for testing 
Clamp Locks

Because there 
are far fewer 
incidents and 
failures now

Formal 
mentoring to 
demonstrate 
competence in 
the workplace

We have more 
consistency in 
methods and 
practices across 
the industry than 
when BR had its 
separate regions

Dedicated testing 
resource, able to train 
and develop staff

Requirement for 
C of C and IRSE 
Licence, 
preventing 
anyone from the 
office who is 
available on the 
night turning up 
as a tester



Positive  themes
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Training of testers, and dedicated testing teams
Certificates of Competency and IRSE licencing
Testers know their limits
Testing procedures, implemented consistently
Issue of standards
Testers’ independence
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We have ‘drilled down’ into specific 
tasks with the result that newer testers 
cannot necessarily see where their 
work fits into the bigger picture, so in 
that sense you could consider testers 
to be less competent overall whilst 
being able to better demonstrate 
specific competence

I believe it has passed its peak and 
now is not as good as it was. I believe 
the peak was probably about 10 
years ago when there was sufficient 
work but no extraordinary time 
pressures to complete in a timescale 
that was not in the original 
programme plan

I don't perceive that it has improved as much 
as one would expect after 25 years! Again it is 
only my perception that a large part of the 
reason is that the "turnover" of staff is so large 
and constantly happening. As you know it takes 
time to build up real competence through 
experience and that training is only the starting 
point and people just don't stay long enough for 
this to happen.

In my experience testers are much more sure what 
they can / cannot do, and are monitored far more than 
was the case pre-Clapham. I’m not sure that situation 
will continue though, once the older testers retire Yes, but ...

With the prescription of process and 
techniques, I believe folk are more 
and more reliant on the manuals and 
specifications and sometimes don’t 
always appreciate the implications of 
what they are doing / trying to do



No
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Attitude has in many cases 
worsened, as examples “I am in it 
for the money type of contractor”, 
“I have done my bit, this is now 
someone else’s problem”, “Slopey 
shoulders / over to you TiC”...

Real experts are in 
short supply but 
where they exist 
are far more likely 
to be just an 
expert in that 
particular thing 
rather than 
generally 
knowledgeable 
across the range

The route from 
Design to Test 
has generally 
been lost

Licensing is limiting 
competence (not just for 
testing, though) - just because 
A has a licence, does that 
mean they know more / are 
better than B who has spent 
longer progressing through the 
ranks?

Most competence in BR 
days was 'on the job' and 
there is no substitute for that

"Compartmentalisation" of testing modules

The industry still has a number of 
‘old hands’, but as time goes on 
and these people retire we will have 
a testing fraternity that have very 
little design experience and will be 
highly reliant on prescriptive 
specifications

Seems to be quite a 
lot of testers who 
achieve the bits of 
paper but can't really 
do the job, some 3b 
and mod 5 have 
paper but no 
background 
signalling knowledge

Too short 
timescales and too 
many money 
pressures makes it 
difficult to nurture / 
mentor good staff

The reality is 
that we no 
longer produce 
"signal 
engineers"



The combination of increased controls and 
complexity in the data means the workload 
on today's Principles Tester has increased 
considerably, but instead of the Principles 
Tester’s role being reviewed / reduced to 
allow for more time to focus on the 
complexities in the data, the role seems to 
have also expanded into the area previously 
undertaken by the principles checker, due to 
the project timeline and nature of the project
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With the advance in 
technologies we 
have now a group of 
CBI testers and not 
the testers with the 
skill-set we used to 
have

The ‘working it out from first principles’ approach has been 
circumvented by things like SMTH, SFI and SWTH ... to the detriment 
of the practitioners. 
There’s no criticism of the current crop of testers ... more that we 
should be focussing on the extent of their knowledge and 
understanding and not just ‘competence’ (that is ... can you follow this 
process.)

Testing is being watered down and de-
regulated, the staff are getting fast tracked too 
quickly and the contracting element is not 
helping as this allows under pinning knowledge 
to go missing between contractors appointers

No one wants to train staff as they move on too 
quickly and railway knowledge is not taken seriously

Due to the increasing work load and 
the Project driven “Must Commission 
on a set date” the industry is being 
forced to fast track testers.  I fear there 
is no substitute for experience, and 
with the increasing number of testers, 
the Maths implies the overall 
competency level must be declining



Areas to be addressed
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Testers are no longer signal engineers
Levels of knowledge and understanding
have declined
Time for testing staff to gain mentorship and 
experience is lacking
The experience of “old hands” will be lost before 
too long
An ever increasing workload is putting pressure 
on to compromise on tester competence



Further challenges for the future
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ETCS
Traffic Management 
Systems
EN50128 Software Testing
.......?




