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Once upon a time there was a young 
computer scientist who had decided to 
devote his research to improving railway 
signalling. When his thesis was complete, 
he was eager to convey his results – 
which seemed brilliant to him – at a 
presentation for managers and senior 
signal engineers of railways and suppliers 
in Switzerland. 

On the surface, this appeared to be a 
big success, as there were double the 
number of attendees than expected. 
However, there was just one single, 
depressing, bit of feedback from an 

attendee: “My day would have been more 
productive, if I had stayed in my office”. 
The young person’s attempts to turn 
his ideas into reality also failed similarly 
during his employment with a large 
signalling supplier.

The computer scientist became a signal 
engineer and IRSE member, and devoted 
his efforts towards the automation and 
optimisation of railway traffic, because 
the interest in innovation by railways in 
this area seemed greater.

Almost ten years later, while working on 
an innovative signalling project, the signal 
engineer met quite an influential railway 
official, who praised the presentation 
from ten years earlier, and expressed 
his regrets that the ideas had not been 
pursued. It was nice to finally hear 
something positive about the ideas into 
which so much dedication and efforts 
had gone – but why hadn’t the influential 
railway official said something earlier?

Moving ahead another ten years and 
finally, the same ideas – in a modernised 
way – became of great interest to a 
current innovative signalling project 
which welcomed the ideas.

This isn’t a fictional story, but an excerpt 
of the memoires of your president. I 
don’t think it is atypical, as there must be 
young people out there, having brilliant 
ideas about how to innovate signalling. 
Are they heard? I doubt it, otherwise we 
would see more and faster innovation 
in our field. But remember my paper 
“Winds of change”? We need more and 
faster innovation. 

So, my message to experienced senior 
engineers is – listen! The ideas of the 
young person who came to you may 
sound fantastic, but unrealistic or 
too ‘lifted off’, but don’t reject them 
immediately. Think them through 
carefully – as at least part of them 
could greatly influence your next 
project/system. 

My message to young engineers is hang 
in there, your idea may be brilliant. It 
will take time and stamina, sometimes a 
substantial lot, to change the world, but 
the industry needs your brilliant ideas!

Markus Montigel, President IRSE
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Hang in there, your idea is brilliant!

This month’s front cover shows an 
excerpt from a typical signalling plan 
produced to depict proposed new or 
altered signalling systems. 

Network Rail, the railway infrastructure 
manager in Great Britain, has been 
considering the possibility of making 
alterations to some of the principles 
applied in the design of signalling 
systems, including the adaptation of 
principles for use with ETCS. 
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The IRSE was asked to undertake an 
independent review of the proposed 
changes and established a review 
group. For each set of proposed 
changes, the group undertook reviews 
and developed them to the point where 
the IRSE could endorse them. 

It’s a role where the IRSE may be able to 
help other infrastructure managers and 
more detail can be found on page 10.
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